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In 2002, a monographic issue on urban history from the Spanish journal ‘Historia Contemporánea’, commented the abundance and diversity of Spanish work in the field of urban history, but also the fact that this discipline had not yet been institutionalised academically: there was a lack of specific teaching in urban history, associations and meetings dealing with the subject, a specialised journal and summary works at national level. This led to a limited presence of references to Spanish urban history in international conferences, journals and summary works.
We prepared our contribution to this round table, concentrating on the documents, i.e. on publications and historiography revisions​[1]​. But we also based our research in oral history, talking to professors and researchers from different Spanish universities and different academic disciplines: geography, contemporary history, early modern history, history of art, economic history and history of architecture and urbanism.
We will argue that the development of Spanish historiography throughout the twentieth century, in particular that related to urban studies, is closely connected to the relationship this discipline had with the academic world as a whole and the political situation in general, both in Spain and at international level. This relationship has conditioned the possibilities for the institutional consolidation of urban history, the practice of interdisciplinary work, and even the choices made by historians in terms of themes, periods, territorial scope, scale, etcetera​[2]​.

Our Thesis 1 is that, in its origins, a wide range of disciplines studied Spanish cities from a historical perspective. From the catalogue of 300 doctoral thesis offering a historical perspective on cities that were presented in Spain between 1975 and 1990, 35% corresponded to early modern historians, 10% to historians from other periods, and the remaining 45% was shared out equally between art historians, architects and geographers​[3]​.
But this plural origin was the most usual situation in Europe, and not exclusive to Spain. According to David Cannadine, in Europe, in absence of a specifically urban history, those who had most contributed towards studying the city from a temporal perspective were the historians of architecture and urban planning, the historical geographers and the social historians​[4]​. In turn, the Spanish urban planning historian Fernando de Terán argued in 1996 that the difficulty of a having a unified and integrated vision of urban history in Spain had its origins in the fact that these different disciplines had been applied to the analysis of different problems and different temporal spheres, which made it difficult to produce summary works​[5]​. For example, geographers and economists focused on the spatial evolution of the urban phenomenon in the territory (the urban system and hierarchy, the relationship between the countryside and city), and issues such as population, social structure and land uses. Meanwhile, other geographers, together with architects and art historians, analysed the spatial organisation of urban areas, including morphological aspects. Also, specialists in administrative law and historians working in law faculties analysed the legal status of cities, and studied the history of their administrative organisation.

Our Thesis 2 is that Franco Regime’s political system represented an impediment to Spanish historiographic production, particularly for urban studies. Firstly we have the initial backwardness of an academic world conditioned by the exile of many of its most outstanding figures, the censorship of publications and teaching, and scarce relations with the international academic world. Secondly, the very limited dialogue that existed between different disciplines, and the limited communication between academics working in faculties of law, economics, architecture, etc., who created specialized histories inside their own disciplines. And finally, institutional difficulties in overcoming the division of work generated by the major chronological gaps between medieval, early modern and contemporary history.
In the field of History, dependency on an official ‘epic’ of the Empire led to a focus on the history of the medieval Christian kingdoms​[6]​, and the apogee during the dynasty of the Habsburgs, with interest being lost from the time of the crisis in the mid-seventeenth century.
Full historiographic normalisation began in the 1960s. However, until the end of this decade, Spanish history exploring the city went no further than the late eighteenth century. The early modern historians were benefited by the penetration of the Ecole des Annales –from the mid-1950s and under the guidance of Jaume Vicens Vives–, and by the presence of foreign researchers​[7]​, who disseminated a model for studying a city and its hinterland, while themes ranged from demography to fiscal issues, and local government.

Our Thesis 3 is that urban development during Franco Regime was paradoxically a stimulus for the involvement of Geographers and Architects in historical studies. Spain’s economic expansion during the 1960s was accompanied by the major growth of its cities, and destruction of their historical centres. From 1964 onwards, the State adopted a model of economic policies based on four-year development plans, which sought to promote the creation of development areas around an urban centre. Meanwhile, the cities were encouraged to create General Urban Management Plans, at municipal and metropolitan levels. Economists, geographers, architects and town planners were then called to collaborate in planning projects, and to evaluate the impact of the transformations. Partly motivated by practical motives, they began to analyse the city from a historical perspective. The geographers, in particular, who were under the influence of the French geography of the inter-wars period (Blanchard), which arrived in Catalonia in the 1930s, reconstructed the historical evolution of the urban centres.

Our Thesis 4 is that in 1975-1985, during the Transition to Democracy, this practical and historicist orientation of Geographers and Architects experienced an upsurge, with the devolution of power to the municipalities, and the will and need to intervene in the reorganisation of urban space. This was the origin of the interest of the first democratic governments in carrying out an evaluation of policies from the Franco period that had a direct impact on the cities. Also, it was the origin of the interest shown by geographers and architects in comprehending the process of creating the city: the planning of the ‘enlightened’ city during the eighteenth century, the creation of land values in the nineteenth century, housing estates from the Franco period, etc. All of this took place in an intellectual climate marked by a new reinforced contact with the international academic world, in which the influence of Marxist-Structuralist geography and sociology was evident​[8]​. At this moment there was an upsurge in historical geographies of cities, whose research usually dated as far back as the eighteenth century​[9]​, and whose most visible evidence was the production of studies on more than a half of the country’s main cities.
Meanwhile, in the field of architecture, and under the influence of the Schools of Barcelona​[10]​, Valencia and Madrid, amongst others, two important initiatives were developed. First the founding in Valencia in 1992 of ‘Historia Urbana: a journal on the history of ideas and urban transformations’, a journal produced by the Department of Urban Planning of the School of Architecture of Valencia, which ceased publication in 1997. And second the Historical Atlases of cities​[11]​, in particular the Historical Atlas of European Cities project promoted by Jose Luis Oyón and others at the Barcelona’s Centre for Contemporary Culture​[12]​, with two volumes dedicated to the Iberian Peninsula​[13]​ and France, and a third dedicated to Great Britain which was never published.

Our Thesis 5 is that, gradually, Contemporary History and Economic History opened their eyes to the study of the city. At the end of Franco regime, a new world of research opened up, with the involvement of economic and contemporary historians: there were so many things to study, from the study of the workers’ movement to the layout of the railway system... However, urban history was late in joining this process. A prevalent theory characterised Spain as a country that had been agrarian and rural until the 1960s. A regenerationist obsession, dating from the end of the nineteenth century, referred to a low rate of urban development, and the limited governmental powers of the cities, particularly in the case of the capital, Madrid. A thesis that connected with a negative vision of the history of Spain, considered as a failure (of the Liberal, agrarian and industrial revolutions), linked to the notion that the historical problems had their roots firmly embedded in the rural world.
However, at the end of the 1980s, the cities began to play an important role in historians agenda. Economic historians were interested in the cities as driving forces for modernisation: infrastructures, municipal services, leisure… A working agenda that has undergone a period of expansion that continues to the present day. In turn, contemporary historians began to design a research agenda on the city: demography, urban pathologies and policies designed to overcome them, the socio-professional structure and the working class, living conditions, workers’ movements, political elections, etcetera.
At this time the first two Meetings of the Spanish Contemporary History Association were held, dedicated to the city, under the title of ‘The cities in the modernisation of Spain’ and ‘Urban Society’​[14]​. And in 1996 the journal of this Association, dedicated an issue to ‘urban history’​[15]​. Just in order to summarize a tentative chronology of the take-off of urban history in Spain (1992-96), we can see:
-	
-	1992-1994: 1st & 2nd Meeting of the Contemporary History Association. The Theme: “Cities”.
-	1996: Issue of the review “Ayer” on urban history.
-	1996: Issue of the review “Ciudad y Territorio” on “Urban studies in Spain”.
-	1994-1996: Historical Atlas of European Cities (Iberian Peninsula & France).
-	1992-1997: Journal “Historia Urbana”.

The take-off of urban history occurred in Spain in the first half of the 1990s: based on the history of urban planning and contemporary history, a specialised journal was created, meetings were organised, and summary works at national level were written.

Our Thesis 6 is that Spanish urban history was a latecomer: it followed the normal path of institutionalisation in other ‘histories’, although with a certain delay. The 1980s were marked by a major expansion of the Spanish university system, with the number of universities and faculties multiplying, and an increase in the number of students, while funding flowed from universities and public authorities for regional and local studies. Between 1987 and 1991 the four main associations were formed which, through their biannual meetings and journals, still continue to organise the work of historians today: the Associations of Early Modern, Contemporary, Agrarian and Social History. While in the latter there was intense collaboration between historians from contemporary, early modern and medieval times, in the case of Agrarian History, participation was extended to economic historians.

Our Thesis 7 is that the take-off of Spanish urban history was then interrupted in the mid 1990s​[16]​, for reasons that have little to do with the decentralised political model of Spain’s system of autonomous regions. Although research in Spain took place within a spatial framework that was very similar to that marked by the political map of the autonomous regions, the four history associations and history journals that we have mentioned were able to create a national space for reflection and debate, which led to a relatively integrated overall vision.
However, although numerous academics working in the field of economic and contemporary history turned their attention towards the city –and that one shall be our last Thesis 8– at the same time, the intellectual exchange was reduced between History and Geography and Architecture, two of the disciplines that until that moment had been at the forefront of urban studies. We’ll put an example. The five years degree courses of Geography, History and History of Art previously shared an initial common stage, and in the last two years students would specialise in one of these three disciplines. However, in the mid-1990s, Geography, History and History of Art were converted into three independent degrees, and the shared subjects removed from the curriculum. History students no longer learned about geographical tools, and the historical perspective was no longer taught to geography students. Urban geography with a historical vocation became a minority option for geographers now attracted by new computerised tools (like Geographical Information Systems), and new labour markets like applied studies on the environment, tourism, and the recovery and enhancement of historic centres. But there was no similar interest in the phenomenon being experienced by the Spanish economy during the last decade: the construction boom, the development of an economy that is highly dependent on construction, with the liberalisation of land and the general upward trend of prices. Neither the fields of economics nor sociology paid a lot of interest to the phenomenon.
The distancing of the working agendas of early modern and contemporary historians was then also confirmed. Studies at local level lose their importance in the field of modern history, with the exception of institutions of local government, and their role as a bridgehead for negotiation between the central government and local elites. Contemporary historians lost interest in the nineteenth century, and were absorbed by new working niches: the failure of the democratic experience during the Second Republic in Spain, the Civil War, the implantation of Franco’s dictatorship, and the transition to democracy, while the repertoire of themes focused on matters such as the political system, political culture and memory lost importance.
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